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Thanks for coming to this session on Midwestern urban history. I am a
librarian at Minnesota State University with responsibilities in our collection of
Minnesota materials so am very interested in the history of this state. May Day is
an interesting combination of two of the things I like best about Minnesota—lefty
politics and generous corporate philanthropy.
The May Day Parade and Festival in Minneapolis is an explosion of color that
has been going on for more than 25 years. Months in the making, it is a parade of
really huge puppets manipulated by many puppeteers. The focal point is a
ceremony that raises the tree of life at the end of the parade route in Powderhorn
Park. The theme is a chosen each year by a gathering of the community, reflecting
the concerns uppermost in people’s minds that year. The day is a festival of e
entertainment, ethnic foods, and community. An article in the Star Tribune
describes the action this past spring :
“Minneapolis police Sergeant Clint Tucker, working the intersection
of Lake Street and Bloomington Avenue South , said he wouldn’t
dispute estimates that pegged the crowd at 50,000. “This is a good
afternoon of fellowship,” Tucker said. It was pointed out that a few

activists were handing out leaflets protesting police brutality.”
“They’ve got a right to protest if they do it civilly.” Tucker said
“People who want to get a message out—this is the place for it.”
Indeed the unconventional parade is traditionally a proud showcase
for freedom of expression. Atheists marched within sight of a
Christian delegation. Also marching were peace activists and people
who opposed paying taxes that finance the military. American Indian
protesters and Jews who want Israel to fight Palestinians in the
Middle East. “This is a palette, a canvas for everyone in the
community to come together, to respect differences.”

May Day has both ancient and modern roots. (Slide1 1) Sandy Spieler,
artistic director of the Heart of the Beast, has described them as green for the
ancient roots and red, for the labor roots. Beltane was the ancient one. At
Beltane, in the spring, people might celebrate the turning of the season by enjoying
celebratory processions of revelers, enjoying silly dances dressed up in funny
clothes, making a big racket. These morris dances were described in the sixteenth
century thus: "They strike up the Devil's dance withall: then martch this heathen
company towards the church and churchyards, their pypers pyping, the drummers
thundering, their stumpes dancing, their belles jyngling, their handkercheefes
fluttering about their heads like madde men ....", )

Samhain, the other important

punctuation mark in the year, has become what we celebrate as

Halloween. These

two marked the most significant festivals of the year.

The labor roots of May Day rest in the agitation for an 8 hour work day.
Eric Foner, noted labor historian writes that Chicago’s Haymarket Riots followed
the first May Day demonstration, in 1886. He wrote “ It was viewed throughout
the world as the first May Day parade. 80,000 workers walked up Michigan Avenue.
The bloody Haymarket Riots followed. . The question remains whether a bomb was
thrown by the workers at the police or whether one of the police's own agent
provocateurs dropped it.. Albert Parsons, August Spies, George Engle and Adolph
Fischer were found guilty and executed by the State of Illinois. “ International
sympathy followed. In Paris in 1889 the International Working Men's Association
(the First International) declared May 1st an international working class holiday in
commemoration of the Haymarket Martyrs. Social historian Gottfried Korff wrote
that the labor appropriation of the ancient MayDay iconography was apt:

the awakening, budding and forward-pointing aspect of
nature reborn on the one hand, and on the other the airy, free and
natural aspects which were so poignantly at odds with the drudgery
of factory work and deplorable living conditions of the proletariat.
The roots of the May Day Celebration in Minneapolis are in the antiwar
movement in the U.S.

Ray St. Louis an David O’Fallon write in the Theatre of

Wonder: 25 Years in the Heart of the Beast about the beginnings in 1973. They
were both sickened by the war in Vietnam and by the lies of the likes of Richard
Nixon. “Our fear was that this manipulation and deceit were poisoning our culture,
making it harder to act as a democracy, making it harder for people to know if their
duty for a nation they loved was to stand for or against the war.” David O’Fallon
had worked with Vermont’s Bread and Puppet Theatre.
Powderhorn Park, which was the first venue for May Day and continues in
that role, “served as a gathering place for all kinds of social and political action,
energy cells of liberals, progressives and radicals. ..Walker Methodist Church, led
by Pastor Brian Peterson, was the spiritual pole. To work for peace, fight for
justice, speak against racism, defend the poor—for Brian this was the natural
extension of the life of Christ.” Certainly the Walker Church located on 31st and
16th was a major influence for the peace and justice movement. It was also the
first home of Fresh Air Radio. To this day the neighborhood is a mix of artists,
lesbians, poor blacks, newly arriving Hispanics, and Native Americans.
The first Minneapolis puppeteers set up work tables in the basement of
Walker Church and created their first show: A Boat, A Boot, a Book, A Ball of
Yarn. That was on the 4th of July. That next spring would constitute the first
official May Day performance and the beginnings of what would come to be In the
Heart of the Beast. Dr. O’Fallon went on to become the head of the Perpich Center

for the Arts and then is now the head of the MacPhail Center for the Arts and has
always been a powerful advocate for the Heart of the Beast.
May Day has gone from that small beginning of a few dozen audience
members to a celebration attended by tens of thousands. In the Heart of the
Beast Puppet and Mask Theatre, a puppet company that is internationally known for
its work. (slide2) The name, In the Heart of the Beast, comes from a remark by
Cuban revolutionary Che Guevara to Americans looking to solve the world’s problems
by working in other countries. He told them to go home: “you must do your work
where the work must be done. You must do your work in the belly of the beast.”
Powderhorn and Phillips neighborhoods in Minneapolis may indeed be the belly of
Minneapolis’s beast, home to the former Avalon porn theatre and a host of social
ills. The theatre’s mission statement says it all The work of In the Heart of the
Beast is strongly grounded in the concerns of its home neighborhood, and in
regional and global issues. in the creation of community-wide puppet and mask
events.
Powderhorn Lake Park started with 25 acres around the Lake with
purchases make between 1891 and 1923, until the park reached the size of 65 and
a half acres. It was a hugely popular park, home to swingsets and iceskating,
merrygorounds, singalongs, and ballgames.

Lake Street, one of the boundaries of

Powderhorn neighborhood had its historical beginnings as a cow path, then a bicycle
path, then a street full of automobile dealers and 3 miles of glittering lights.

In

1956 it was compared, in the magazine American City, to the white ways of Paris,
London and Rio de JaneiroThe residents of Powderhorn and Phillips now, however,
tend to have significantly lower. More residents here report receiving WIC and
subsidized childcare and getting their food from food shelves. Fewer have health
insurance and more experience a

sense of not feeling safe in their

neighborhoods Its neighborhood includes the poor, the working poor, middle class;
it includes a mix of cultures and economic realities.
The neighborhood was home to a porn theatre, the Avalon . In 1988, though
the marquis read “Bye Bye Porn, Hello Puppets! (slide 3)

The curator of the 25th

Anniversity Heart of the Beast Theatre retrospective exhibit at the Weisman Art
Museum, Colleen Sheehy, wrote, “This act of transformation, of defiantly
reclaiming a place that had become part of urban blight, speaks loudly about the
heart of In the Heart of the Beast.”

Being in the heart of the beast means

working there for transformation rather than searching for a pristine utopia
somewhere else.” Debra Frasier, in testimony in front of the City Council said, “I
worked in In the Heart of the Beast’s theatre on Lake Street for months on end …I
can tell you that they are a lighthouse on a street in need of light.” The City
Council gave In the Heart of the Beast a no-interest loan to get the Avalon after a
whole passel of noisy and enthusiastic supporters showed up. The Star Trib
reported, “Facing a gallery that contained puppets and parakeets, blaring trumpets
and gleeful children, the Minneapolis City Council agreed Friday to buy the Avalon

Theatre.

That was 12 years ago. The editorials explained that “The nonprofit

theater is not only an artistic success, it also helps a Minneapolis neighbood that
needs all the revitalization it can get.”
In the Heart of the Beast Puppet and Mask theatre grew as it did with a
mixture of ingredients.

These included gifted and committed artists, a devoted

administration team, a neighborhood that needed and nurtured them, and the
“Minnesota Model”, an environment of extraordinary commitment to the arts and to
philanthropy. When Nadya Reubenova came on board to the In the Heart of the
Beast officially (she had volunteered for years), it was to an organization of artists
willing to sacrifice, “ When we started everyone worked for $5 an hour. From
December 15, 1988 through March 15, 1989, nearly everyone held their paycheck. A
wonderful grant came through on the latter day from the Northwest Area
Foundation, giving HOBT a huge infusion of funds and life. Artists and staff were
finally paid.

They were able to fund positions including those to perform

outreach to schools, building management,

and directing development. “The

passion was going on..it was the most passionate place . The sacrifices people were
making! The artists were saying, “ Yes, I can hold my paycheck, The people there
were willing to wait, sometimes, months, for their paycheck” As the artists aged,
though, they were having kids, taking out mortgages. After a five year tenure as
executive director, Nadya and the staff positions made possible through funding
from the Northwest Area Grant, HOBT provided a livable wage to approximately 7

full-time arts, 6 full-time administrators, and up to 50 or so contract artists
through the year. It is fitting that an organization that is the ancestor of a labor
milestone should itself be a good employer.
In the Heart of the Beast is well known around the city for its May Day
celebration. Planning starts in January and is part of what the threater is doing
until the last two weeks before May Day, when it is center stage, and gets the full
attention of everyone at the theatre. In the Heart of the Beast produces original
works of theater for mainstage and touring, including award-winning works such as
LaBefana, On the Day You Were Born, Befriended by the Enemy, and Three Circles
of Five Hundred, to name a few. The following events are the money makers and
the ones that receive significant funding: residencies in schools; offering a
summer program called Lake Street Theater Club for Kids that employees
teenagers in the Phillips, Central, and Powderhorn neighborhoods, to creates a
touring puppet show that performs at various park centers and YMCAs in
Minneapolis and also works with younger kids from the Phillips, Central, and
Powderhorn neighborhoods to teach them puppetry, stilt walking, poetry and more.
They

sponsor touring puppeteers from all over the world to perform at their

space on Lake Street. Money making Examples from the past have included
creating commissioned pageants such as The Blessing of the Animals, sponsored by
a couple of churches down by Loring Park; creating an Easter Ritual at the Walker
Art Center, creating a festive atmosphere for Fash Bash, a fundraiser for

Children’s Cancer Fund that is organized by Marshall Field’s, and doing a ceremony
at the Metrodome for the 100th Anniversary of the Girl Scouts.
They also create MayDay each year. This slide shows the themes throughut
the years. (Slide 4) MayDay is a “labor of love,” never bringing in as much income
as is needed to do everything necessary. HOBT asks the community to come in for
public meetings to help formulate the theme for the year’s Parade and Ceremony.
In April, they open up the doors to the theater any one in the community for free
public workshops to help build the parade (slide 5) They invite school groups and
after-school groups come in to help build the parade. Community arts groups and
bands are invited to perform in the parade. American Indian Movement Patrol
provides the security. . So May Day represents the collaboration of a community.
Reubenova, former executive director said about May Day that it is powerful
medicine. She said, “ I know of at least one person--a guy who died of AIDS--who
had his remains scattered on the ceremonial site at Powderhorn on the morning of
one May Day several years back. I also know of one couple who was married at the
Park on May Day and came back on a MayDay to celebrate their 10 year anniversary.
I know of one family who considers May Day a national holiday. “
May Day is not possible only through the labor of a community but through a
culture of philanthropy that is remarkable in the U.S. An article by John Pratt and
Edson Spencer in the journal Daedalus noted that “Corporate philanthropy has
become a defining feature of Minnesota’s civic life.

John D. Rockefeller III,

visiting Minneapolis in 1977, said “I heard so much about the city of Minneapolis,
about its Chamber of Commerce, about the public spirit of its business community,
about your remarkable Five Percent Club, that I feel a bit like Dorothy in the Land
of Oz. I had to come to the Emerald City to see if it really exists.” The Five
Percent Club was started by the Daytons and has morphed into the Keystone Club,
annually reporting ) those that contribute five percent of pretax profits back to
the community, thus putting pressure on others to behave similarly. In 1994, the
Chronicle of Philanthropy rated Minneapolis as having the highest level of
charitable giving overall among fifty U.S. cities it studies. Minnesota’s 8.45
percent nonprofit share of the state’s paid workforce is substantially higher than
the national average of 6.8 percent. During the turbulent sixties, Minneapolis
experienced race riots along with the rest of the nation. They catalyzed the
philanthropic and corporate communities to focus on solving social problems with a
new energy. Dollars going to disadvantaged constituencies

by a whopping 10

percent by the late 1980s. The Powderhorn and Phillips neighborhoods qualify.
Reubenova said that, when the In the Heart of the Beast applies for grants, they
are advantaged in good grant writers, good connections, and their commitment to
Powderhorn and Phillips neighborhoods, where a good cultural crossroads shapes
Heart of the Beast’s work. The following two slides represent the philanthropy
enjoyed by Heart of the Beast in 1997. (Slides 6 & 7). “ A lot of theaters are
located in the downtown district or places that are not neighborhood-based. This

fact gives HOBT an edge in the competitive world of arts funding.”

Joseph

Galesiewski, who has studied Minnesota’s philanthropic culture extensively, found
that one of the most significant factors for donors was the imprint of already
successful fundraising. Reubenova’s experience meshes with this: “Some funders
give grants after they see that the organization has received a McKnight grant or a
Bush grant. Once an arts organization receives funding from either one of these
two goliaths---or the Minnesota States Art Board, for that matter, they are more
likely to get other funding.”
In a National Public Radio show, several of the major corporate
philanthropists, the “Minnesota Medicis,” discuss the Minnesota Model. Some of
the words bandied about by foundation directors of Daytons, Pillsbury and others
are “stewardship, “thou shalt serve, thou shalt serve.” Sarah Lawless, former
director of Children’s Theatre Company, said, “ The city is remembered not for its
good garbage pickup, its welfare system, but the monuments it builds, the artists
it has nourished.” Interviewees spoke about the importance of the high number of
Fortune 500 companies located in Minnesota. And the philanthropic culture. “It’s
the thing to do here.”
“Perhaps the clearest indication of this is the commitment of local
corporations to participate in the Minnesota Keystone Program sponsored by the
Greater Minneapolis Chamber of Commerce. According to the Minneapolis Chamber,
in 1999 this program recognized 254 local companies for their financial and in-kind

contributions to the local community. Some 158 of these companies gave over 5%
of their pretax earnings, while 94 additional companies gave at least 2% of their
pretax earnings to local charitable and non-profit organizations.
A study done about a decade ago again by Galaskiewicz wrote about the
socialization process that takes place in Minnesota. “Stories were told about a new
CEO in town who at first would slash the contributions budget but then suddenly
increase contributions the next year, having served on a prominent cultural board.”
Reubenova said that HOBT tries to represent the community and also the
organization’s needs through a diverse base of individuals on the Board level. The
Board is a good mix of community leaders and some corporate leaders, with
expertise in finances, public relations, youth, etc.
In May Day, in the Heart of the Beast, in the Powderhorn and Phillips
neighborhoods we see the best, maybe of Minnesota and Minneapolis. Through the
participation of the celebrants, the work of the theatre people who coordinate the
hundreds of hours that go into making the wonderous and marvelous puppets, and
organize the food and festivities, the small and large contributors that contribute
to the work of the theatre, and the culture of corporate philanthropy we see a
truly strong tree of life that reaches out its branches to embrace us all!
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